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US military plan to spread viruses using insects could create ‘new class 
of biological weapon’, scientists warn 


Agency says it is trying to genetically modify crops, but experts think this goal is 'simply not plausible’ 
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(GM) viruses to crops. 


Such action will have profound consequences and could pose a major threat to 
global biosecurity, according to a team that includes specialist scientists and 
lawyers. 
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plants. 


In theory, this rapid engineering would allow farmers to adapt to changing 
conditions, for example by inserting drought-resistance genes into corn instead of 
planting pre-engineered seeds. 


But this seemingly inoffensive goal has been slammed by the scientists, who say 
the plan is simply dangerous and that insects loaded with synthetic viruses will be 
difficult to control. 


They also say that despite being in operation since 2016 and distributing $27m in 
funds to scientists, Darpa has failed to properly justify the existence of sucha 
programme. 
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Research programme with potential for dual use: scientists fear that the Insect Ally programme by the US could 
encourage other states to increase their own research activities in the field of biological warfare (MPG/D.Duneka) 
(MPG/ D. Duneka) 


“Given that Darpa is a military agency, we find it surprising that the obvious and 
concerning dual-use aspects of this research have received so little attenti 
Felix Beck, a lawyer at the University of Freiburg, told The Independent. 
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He added that despite the stated aims of the programme, it would be far more 
straightforward using the technology as a biological weapon than for the routine 


agricultural use suggested by Darpa. 
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“It is very much easier to kill or sterilise a plant using gene editing than it is to 
make it herbicide or insect-resistant,” explains Reeves. 
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Firstly, they note that if farmers wanted to use genetically modified viruses to 
improve their crops, there is no reason not to use conventional spraying 
equipment. 


They also noted that despite Darpa stating that no insects used should survive 


longer than two weeks, if such safeguards were not in place “the spread could in 
principle be unlimited”. 


Mr Beck added: “The quite obvious question of whether the viruses selected for 
development should or should not be capable of plant-to-plant transmission - and 


plant-to-insect-to-plant transmission - was not addressed in the Darpa work plan 
at all”. 





Air Force fails to acknowledge mysterious meteor that crashed to Earth near US military base 


, the team noted that if Insect Allies’ 
research cannot be justified, it could be perceived as breaching the UN’s 
Biological Weapons Convention. QO 
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“The Insect Allies Program could be seen to violate the Biological Weapons 
Convention, if the motivations presented by Darpa are not plausible. 


“This is particularly true considering this kind of technology could easily be used 
for biological warfare.” 


To prevent any suspicion and to avoid encouraging other nations to develop their 
own technologies in this area, the authors of the study have called for more 
transparency from Darpa if it intends to pursue such programmes. 


A spokesperson from Darpa defended the programme, explaining that using 
insects to apply these gene altering treatments could provide advantages over 
sprays. 


“Most importantly in this context, sprayed treatments are impractical for 
introducing protective traits on a large scale and potentially infeasible if the 
spraying technology cannot access the necessary plant tissues with specificity, 
which is a known problem,” they said. 


“If Insect Allies succeeds, it will offer a highly specific, efficient, safe, and readily 
deployed means of introducing transient protective traits into only the plants 
intended, with minimal infrastructure required.” 


More about: US Military Darpa Insects Farming 
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